Prevalence of Hepatitis E virus-specific antibodies in sera of German domestic pigs estimated by using different assays.
Hepatitis E virus is the causative agent of an acute hepatitis in humans. In industrialized countries, autochthonous hepatitis E cases in the past were mainly of undetermined origin, whereupon nowadays some cases may be linked to zoonotic transmission of HEV from pigs and wild boars. In contrast to several European countries the HEV status of German domestic pigs and a possible risk of transmission are unknown so far. Here, a novel peptide-based ELISA was used to detect HEV-specific antibodies in 1072 sera from German domestic pigs resulting in an average seroprevalence of 49.8% indicating widespread HEV infections in these animals. A comparative testing of 321 randomly selected sera revealed a seroprevalence of 64.8% when using a commercially available ELISA and 43.9% for the novel peptide-based ELISA but concordant results were obtained in both tests only for 56.1% of the sera. Additional re-testing of 23 randomly selected sera with a modified commercially available immunoblot revealed discordant results also. The use of different antigens and the measurement of different immunoglobulin classes are considered to be responsible for the observed variations of the results. Though the present study revealed a high seroprevalence of HEV in the German domestic pig population and a potential risk of transmission to humans, the differing results of the tests highlight the necessity of a standardization of serological assays for comparative seroprevalence and longitudinal studies.